MAISNAM OJHA AMUBI, 
MY GURU 





Devjani Chaliha 


When I met my Guru, Maisnam Amubi Singh for the first time, he 
was seventy five years old—slim, erect and unlike an old man of his age. I 
had gone to meet him under the instruction of Dada (Uday Shankar) who 
advised me to learn and specialise in Manipuri dance and Maisnam Amubi 
was the recommended Guru. Guruji had come to Calcutta on his way to 
Delhi and was staying at Mastermoshai Brajabashi Singh’s place where I 
went to pay my homage to him and introduced myself to find out if he 
was willing to take me as a resident pupil in his house at Imphal. 


I had passed M.A. examinations and had applied for an advertised 
post of a Lecturer in Philosophy in the D.M. College at Imphal. 


Guruji asked me, ““Why do you want to specialise in Manipuri dance? 
Why do you want to take the trouble of going and staying away from your 
parents and invite hardship? You will not get the facilities you are used to 
at my modest house in Imphal.” 


I told him that I was interested in this form of dance and that I was 
anxious to Icarn it in the traditional way under his guidance. He said to 
me: “‘As the disciple goes in search of a Guru, a Guru also is often on the 
look out for a genuine pupil, a student who can receive and retain the 
teachings of the Guru. So, you may decide for yourself and see me in 
Manipur’. That was in April 1957. 


I decided to go to Imphal in July the same year. In the meantime 
Guruji arranged for my lodging. I was lucky to get the job of a Lecturer in 
Philosophy in D.M. College, the post I had applied for. So that suited me 
fine. In July 1957 my father, late Jadav Prasad Chaliha escorted me to 
Manipur. Because of the systematic academic education, I was qualified to 
be a teacher in Philosophy, but there was no definite ee of sane 
training in dance. in Bengal at that time. 
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It was a bright day of July, in spite of the rainy season, when we land- 
ed at Imphal. The calm surroundings, green landscape, and the Meitei people 
impressed us. - 


In the city the rickshaw took us through the Thangal Bazar area. It 
was a pleasant surprise to ses that all the vendors in the market were women. 
In this male dominated world at least in Imphal I found a place where 
women. handled cash. The women looked happy and healthy, busy selling 
their merchandise. The rickshaw took us to Guruji’s house in Sinam Leikai, 
Uripok and the bamboo gate reminded me of houses in the village similar 
to my home town Sibsagar in Assam. 


Guruji was conducting dance lessons when we arrived. He received 
us and introduced me to Reba Nath, a scholar who had come from Silchar. 
She was to be my room-mate. There was Achou, another scholar and Dada 
Tarun Kumar, a disciple of Guruji who helped him in teaching. 


I liked the atmosphere and was happy that I had come. 


Guruju’s family was there waiting to receive the ‘Maiyang Nupi’, 
the foreign girl. The womén folk did not speak any other language except 
Meitei, so all we could do was to smile and convey that we were happy to 
see each other. Dada Upen, Guruji’s son was a great help who acted as an 
interpreter. The little children rushed around with their little ankle bells 
jingling. The atmosphere was full of joy and goodwill. 


From then on I stayed with Guruji’s family. 


My lessons started from the next day and I could hardly wait to begin 
‘learning. Early in the morning at six Guruji would start teaching. The first 
day Guruji wanted to see what I had learnt. Readily I danced chali for 
him, and was eager to know what he thought of it. 


He said: “First of all you have to forget whatever you have learnt. 
Then only I will start teaching you”. So that process of unlearning started 
from then on. He made me walk straight, corrected my posture and took 
me to Jawaharlal Nehru Manipur Dance Academy where he was the super- 
vising guru. But he did not give me any dance lesson. After three months 
of observing classes with Guruji, did my real dance lessons begin. 


The course started with pung (Manipur mridang) lessons from Ojha 
Ekasena who uséd to come at four in the morning and teach both Reba and 
me. Without pung playing Guruji felt that the dance lessons were not com- 
plete. After pung lessons we had a break for tea and then the dance lessons 
would start. Guruji took the help of:two of his disciples Thambal Augaubi 
Devi and Tondon Devi to teach us, Because of his advanced age he could 
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not dance but corrected the movements and conducted the classes as best 
as he could. While teaching he followed a method of his own which had 
the rudiments of scientific principles. I wonder whether he was conscious 
of the greatness of his teaching method. “There is only one position of the 
arms, one position of the feet, which will give you the correct posture. You 
have to feel relaxed in that position. You can not fight with your body. 
Make it the .vehicle of your feeling, it should come spontaneously, not 
forcibly. It is an art not a war. The movements should bloom like a flower, 
naturally without any effort. But this effortless movement is the result of 
years of toil and practice. It comes naturally when it becomes a habit, a 
second nature to you.” 


: The practical dance lessons continued for three hours, from seven in 
the morning till ten. Then I attended College to teach Philosophy and 
returned in. the afternoon. Guruji used to go to the Dance College in the 
afternoon. Sometimes I accompanied Guruji to the Dance College or else 
I used to go with Reba and Achou to (late) Pandit Atombapu Sharma’s 
residence for lessons in theory. Panditji was an interesting personality. At 
times he was very gentle and nice, would address me as ‘Professor’, but 
some day he. would be ina foul mood and shout at us and call us ‘Hinchabi’ 
meaning a ‘witch’ ! We gained a lot of knowledge from the lessons he im- 
parted, as he was a great Sanskrit scholar and could explain the dance 
movements with rare significance. ~ is 


_ Guruji was a great friend of Pandit Atombapu Sharma and respected 
his opinion. Two of them together made a complete team—Guruji taking 
care of the practical aspect of teaching and Panditji the theory aspect. 


Guruji was also a singer.and had a fine musical sense. Early in the 
morning with a shovel in hand, he would take care of the garden while 
humming a tune. His imaginative mind was always alert. He used to coni- 
pose songs while tending the garden, _ 


‘ He was a great devotee of Lord Krishna. He told me once: “I am 
neglecting my Lord. I should devote more time to praying than talking 
to you people. I have found a short cut. I have named all-my grand children 
after the names of the Lord so that when I call them, even though in anger, 
I call my Lord”. His grand children were named as Ghanashyam, Banamali, 
Radheshyam, Krishna Kumar, Dinomoni,.Naran, Nityananda and a host 
of great grand children followed the suit. 


“=. Guruji had a wry-sense of humour. Once an old lady. about his own 
age had come to visit him.’When she saw two of us young ‘Maiyang’ girls, 
she ‘was “ciitious and! asked who we were. Guruji said, “I had gone to 
Calcutta and-likéd these two girls and brought them over”. The poor old 

lady was scandalised and left‘in:a hurry! 
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With the blessings of Guruji in 1971 I started a dance school ‘Meitei 
Jagoi’ in Calcutta where my students are trained in the dance style of Guru 
Amubi Singh. It is an humble attempt on my part to carry on Guruji’s 
tradition and pass on the knowledge I have gained directly from him to the 
younger generation. 


DEVJANI CHALIHA was trained in Manipuri by Guru Amubi Singh. She taught 
for some time Philosophy at D.M. College, Imphal. At present she runs Meitei Jagoi Dance 
School at Calcutta. 


